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Early Education in Ethiopia: Progress and Prospects

James L. Hoot,"* Judit Szente,” and Belete Mebratu®

Explored herein arc historical roots of preschool through elementary grade education in the East
Africa nation of Ethiopiz. Also included are current difficuit challenges to educational improve-
ment as well as promising developrments such as greater involvement of private mstitulions, organi-
zations, and individvals in supporting Ministry of Education reform initiatives.
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INTRODUCTION

Mention of the African nation of Ethiopia is likely to
elicit visions of child victims of famine and children
(thosse fortunate to attendd school) in poor quality, over-
crowded schools that are unlikely to prepare them for the
21st centary. This vision, which emerged from the world
media response 10 the drought of the mid-1980s, remains
a reality in drought-affected areas of Ethiopia today. Re-
search o date (e.y., Bredekamp, Knuth, Kunesh, & Shui-
man, 1992) strongly suggests that the best hope for chang-
ing this vision is to invest scarce resources where they are
most hkely 1o tesult in maxirmum benefits—in the educa-
tion of children during their earliest years. This article pro-
vides a historical overview of early education in Ethiopia.
progress in recent years, and prospects for changing the
world’s perceptions of this rapidly developing nation.

HISTORICAL ROOTS OF EARLY
SCHOOLING IN ETHIOPIA

Two major traditions characterize the development
of education in Ethiopia—"traditiona!l” and “Western™
systems. While Western educational ideas have flour-
ished since the early twenticth century, the traditional
approach has characterized Ethiopian education through-
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out fhe history of this ancient nation. This traditional
system Is deeply rooted in the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church and is recognized as one of the oldest educa-
tional systems in the world. For centuries, Orthodox
churches, monasterfes, and convents were the only
centers for formal learning from preschool through the
university level, Traditional subjects of smdy in these pro-
grams included theology, philoseophy, computation, his-
tory, poetry, and music (Pankhurst, 1955; Wagaw, 1979).

At least for males, the importance of early educa-
tion was recognized as early as Medieval Ethiopia. Pan-
khurst (1992), for example, writes:

Early hisforical data on children in Ethiopia is so scant
that it s almost as though they were neither seen nor
heard. We can, however, catch occasional glimpses of
the medieval educational systemn which must have ex-
isted for centories. (p. 3}

During the Medicval period, male children began attend-
ing church scrvices at around age 4. At these services
childeen began the first stages of formal education. The
curriculum for children of this age consisted primarily
of deill and practice of the alphabet. Mastery of the ai-
phabet was followed by reading and recitation of reli-
gious texts that began with the Psalms of David,

During the nincteenth century, Swiss missionary
Gobat provided one of the most thoreugh descriptions
of early education in Ethiopia. In describing the more
formal church education Gobat observed:

Having learned to read . .. they were required v com-

mit to the Gospel of St. John, and to study severat of
8t. Paul’s Epistles and a number of the Homilies of St.
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Chrysostom; after which they were assigned the task
ol learning by heari the Psalm of David, the Waddnse
Muricm. or Pralses of Mary, and several prayers, and
were supposed 10 memorize long lists of Ge’cz words.
After this they would sir al the feet of renowned masters
who would explain o them the seripures and other
fexrs, including . . . raditional Erhiopian code of law.
The course this embraced seven years o chanting (mu-
sicl, nine years on grammar, and fowr on poerry ...
atter which the student had ro face the sacred hooks of
the Cld and New Testament. There were in addition
courses in civil and canorical law, astronomy and his-
tory. feited in Pankburst, 1992, p. 1303

As these examples illustrate, Ethiopia has a long
history of didactic education provided almost exclu-
sively to male children. By the end of the nincteenth
century, a few changes emerged in the formal education
of voung children. The emperor of the country at that
me, Menelik i (emperor from 18891913}, recogaized
that greatly improved education would be needed for a
maodern Lthiopia. In line with his aspirations, in 1908
Menelik established the first public school, called Me-
nelik IT Primary and Sccondary School. Eight years
prior to the establishment of this public school, however,
the first modern preschool (kindergarten) was estab-
lished in Dire Dawa, a town n the eastern part of the
country. This kindergarten was created for the children
of French consultants who were helping build Ethiopia’s
first railroad. Development of such programs was very
slow compared to kindergarten expansion in other na-
tdons during the same period of tme. From 1908 to
1974, for example, oniy 77 kindergartens were estab-
lished in Ethiopia. Moreover, these programs provided
cducation for only 7,573 out of the 3.5 million children
aged 4-6. Tn addition, these kindergartens were {imited
to urban arcas of the country and operated by missionar-
ies, private organizations, and the Ministry of Social Af-
fairs and Development. The federal govermment at that
time paid little attention to early education since it was
felt that scarce resources should be directed toward cre-
ating literate adults to run the emerging modern state
(Negash, 1996; Panlkhurss, 1986).

Following the socialist revolution of 1974, prepri-
mary cducation was greatly cxpanded. As the result of
the increased involvement of women in 2conomic activi-
ties, the need for facilities to care for children became
increasingly evident. This need resulted in the establish-
ment of day care centers for carly care and education.
To mect the demand for teachers at this level, a Pre-
school Teacher Training Center wus opened in the capi-
tal city, Addis Ababu, in 1986. Additionally, at the Min-
istry of Education, specialized departiments that were
responsible for the early childhood education were intro-
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duced. These included departiments of curriculum devel-
opment, supervision, and teacher education.

Also contributing to expansion of early childhood
education during the socialist period was the launch-
ing of the Nadenal Literacy Campaign supported by
UNESCO in the late 1970s. While supporting literacy
in the cities, this campaign also expanded cducation w0
the rural parts of the country. where the majority of the
population live. Likewise, the formaution of Farmers® Co-
opcratives during this cra also contributed to early edu-
cation, since schools were needed to take care of chil-
dren while parents were working in the ficlds.

EARLY EDUCATION IN ETHIOPIA TODAY

In 1994, Ethiopia formulated its new Education and
Training Policy (Negash, 1996). This policy addresses
cducational goals of the natien from kindergarten
through the secondary level for the wide variety of edn-
cational program types. Table I depicts the expanse of
early education program types. Through this policy the
education of primary grade children (i.e., children in
grades 1-8) has been given considerably more govern-
ment attention than the education of preschoel chil-
dren.

Preschool Education

Since current resources are insufficient for provid-
ing even basic primary education to Ethiopian children,
the Ministry of Education (MOE, 2002) currently deem-
phasizes preprimary education. Nevertheless, recogniz-
ing the importance of quality education at this level, the
Ministry is currently strongly encouraging the involve-
ment of private institutions and individuals to invest in
education at this level. Thus, through nongovernmental
organizations, missions, private individuals, religious in-
stitutions, and other organizations, a oumber of pre-
schools are beginning to recmerge in urban arcas. Only
a very siall number of parents, however, can afford -
ition for their children to attend such programs.

Concomitant with the lack of access to preschool
programs is a lack of qualificd teachers in these pro-
grams. A recent education) ditective (MOE, 2002) re-
quires that those who teach in the few availuble pre-
school programs mast now be high school graduares
who bave taken an additionat 3 months of specialized
traiping from a preschool teacher-training institute. Sites
for obtaining such training (and funds to attend), how-
ever, are scarce.

The Preschool Teacher Training Instimte (PTTI),
established in Addis Ababa in 1986, is one of the few
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Table £. General Types of Pre-K/Elementary Schools in Ethiopia

Program Type

Funding

Children/Families Served

Generally Percelved
Qualiry

Generally Pereeived
Limitations

Private Schools

Tubhlic Schools

Parent fees

CGovernment stipend pius
parent fees

Upper SES families

Middte- and upper-ciass
tormilies

Very high quality of edu-
cation

High-quality cducaton

Potential conflicts hetween
private school curricnls
and MOL currienlar
muidelines.

Potential conflices between
MOE and School sov-

Government Schools Government stipend plus

parent fees

Mission Schools Religivws dencraination

sponsor

General popuiativa/T.ower
SES families

Middle and upper SES fam-
lies and a few schalac-

eming boards composed
of eleeted parents,
Basic education Lack of materials, large

(50— L00+) class size,
poor management, little
inservice preparafion
after teachers begin their
job.

Good-quality education Limited inpot from parents

ships for lower SES

children

Church Schools Church stipend plas parent

Middie and upper SES fam-

CGoud-quality educatior Limited input froni parents

fees ilies and a few scholar-
ships tor lower SES

children
Community Parent fees Foreign diptomats and up-
per SES families
Nongovernment Funded by contract be- Lower SES chjldren/fami-

tween MOGE and NGO lies
for specifle period of
tinte. After time expires.

Orgunization
(NGO) Sehools

it Is hoped the govemn-
ment and local conumu-
nity will assume costs.

High-quality edocation Although in Ethiopian
community, school cuf-
ture and fraditions of
Western culture are em-
phasized

Although establisked, Tocal
community may still be

Basjc education

unable to sustain their
share of costs after the
consrack expires

PTTIs in the country. During the 3-month specialized
training program at this institute, rrainees engage in ba-
sic coursewark emphasizing the preparation of pre-
school tcaching materials. Courses arc organized in 12-
course modules that include: preschool pedagogy, child
psychology, health and nutrition, language development,
pre-math, cnvironmental cducation, arts and crafts,
music, health and physical education, preschool man-
agement and administration, and play. Following this
coursework, trainees engage in a short practicum with
children using the materials they constructed through the
modules.

Primary Grade Education

Given the magnitude of problems with providing
high-quality education for prescheool children, the cur-

rent government in Ethiopia has made the decision to
invest more heavily in what most nations describe as
“hasic™ education—rthat i3, education of clementary grade
children. In Ethiopia, basic education refers to school-
age children from Grades |—4 (Cycle 1) and Grades 5-8
(Cycle 2}. In this regard, the government recently began
to increase support for Teacher Training Institutes
(TTIs) and Teacher Training Colleges (TTCs) which are
respensible for producing primary teachers. For those
committed to teaching younger children, one year of
specialized training had previously been required after
completion of Grade 2. In response to a greater demand
for primary teachers, however, most current educational
reforms recommend this training may be provided upon
completion of Grade 10 at TTls and TTCs. To support
this rapidly increasing demand for primary 1eachers, the
oumber of TTIs has increased in the country, and almost



all administrative regions now have at least one such
institution. In addition, many institutions that previousiy
offered only [-year programs for Cycle | teacher prepa-
ranon recently have expanded and begun to offer 2-year
preparation programs for Cycle 2 teacher preparation.

Despite the govermuwent's goal of improviag the
quality of teacher education, the lack of sufficient quali-
ficd teachers remains a major problem. PFor example,
only 23% of the icachers of children in the second cycle
currcntly hold even a diploma or higher level of train-
ing. Purthermore, the education of those with such cre-
dentials is mostly highly academic and ncarly devaoid of
skills that might help teachers prepare for the challenges
of real classrooms. In response to this challenge, the
Ministry now sponsors inservice summer programs for
thousands of teachers. These programs are believed to
be critically important to enable school teachers to meet
the demands of the new curriculum reforms that have
heen taking place in the country since the carly 1990s
(MOE, 2000/2001).

CHALLENGES TO EARLY EDUCATION
IN ETHIOPIA

Given scarce resources of the developing nation of
Ethiopia, the government has determined that improve-
ment of primary education is the best hope for its funwe.
Yet, even at the primary level, children and teachers are
confronted by problems not easily overcome. These in-
clude major economic barriers, carly marriage and readi-
tional female roles, attitudes toward education, prepara-
tion of teachers, and classroom realities.

Basic Economic Barriers

Especially in tural Ethiopia, where the majority of
the population live, day-to-day cconomic realities seri-
cusly linpede prospects for Improving the education of
very young children., The Ethiopian economy is based
on agriculture, & sector of the economy that suffers from
recurrent dronghts and inefficient cultivation practices.
Beeause of these factors, 45% of the population is helow
international poverty measures (CTA-World Factbook-
Ethiopia, 2003). Thus, in order for many families to sur-
vive, children in rural areas are nceded to help support
the family by herding animals and assisting with the
crops rather than attending scheol. In urban areas, on
the other hand, this view has been changing. Since edu-
cation is seen as one of the few means for economic
improvement in the city, increasing numbers of urban
families aow hire tutors at home to assist very young
children in teceiving better academic preparation in
hopes they will be more successful in schoois.
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Early Marviage/Traditional Female Roles

Barly marriage and traditional female roles gener-
ate still further barriers to early educarion. These tradi-
tions, though changing in towns and cities, are still evi-
dent among the vast majority of the population of rural
Ethiopia. Families see carly marriage as a way to im-
prove the family’s economic status, to strengthen ties
between marrying familics, to increase the likelihood
that girls will be virgins at marriage, and to avoid the
possibility of having an unmarried daughter later in life.
These attitudes and values seriously impede the partici-
pation of females in education at nearly all levels. Al-
though such views are beginning to change in the larger
cities, it is not uncommon te see children {primarily fe-
males) married as carly as ages 9—12. Along with such
marrages are often early pregnancies and accompany-
ing birth complications for child-methers whose bodies
are not mature enough to support pregnancy and child-
birth. Such complications oftcn result in serious injury
and/or death of both infants and mothers-——placing even
greater economic demands on swrvivors. Morcover, since
girls tend to marry so early and are quickly relegated to
a life of childcare and traditional chores, it is little won-
der that families with such limited incomes are unwill-
ing to invest financially in the education of females. To
address this problem, the MOE has been working on
ways to include formal discussion of such issues in
emerging curricular materiais.

Aititudes Toward Edueation

Low educationa] attainment and aspirations of most
parents pose another challenge facing carly education.
In a society where the literacy rate 1s 43%, the level of
educational aspivation for children tends to be lower
(ClA-World Factbook-Ethiopia, 2003). Further, parents
who hope education will provide advancement opportu-
nities for their children are upaware of decades of re-
search strongly sapporting play-oriented approaches o
learping in the early grades over the traditional academic
approaches (Isenberg & Quisenberry, 2002). During in-
formal interviews conducted by the authors with a num-
ber of preschool teachers in 2001, one teacher depicted
the feelings of many families as follows;

Mosi families don’t know the significance of preschool
cducation in general and the role of play in the cduca-
tional tife of children in particular. As a result of this.
even those families who send their children 1o pre-
schools assess the performance of their children in
terms of their academic achicvement, i.c., 10 what ex-
tent a child is able o count numbers, recite the alpha-
bet, etc. Thar Is one reasen why most of the preschools
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follow tcaching methods similar to the primary school
children rather than emphasizing creative play.

Lower educational aspirations for children might
also he accounted for by the very remote probability of
their children being admitted to higher education imu-
itions on completion of secondary education. Currently,
however, the government is opening new higher educa-
tion institutions and expanding existing programs. Such
expansion should increase the likelthood of admission
of more students and give increasing numbers of stu-
dents and parents greater hope that higher education pur-
suits will be rewarded.

Perceptions of Teaching as a Profession

As in many countries of the world, teaching young
¢hildren in Ethiopia is considered among the lowest
mngs of professions. Thus, comparatively low salaries
result in little interest in teaching as a carcer path. As a
result, after only 1 or 2 years of service, many new pri-
mary teachers leave the profession for higher paying
jobs. Thus, new teachers often consider teaching as only
a stepping-stone for future career opportunitics.

Classroom Realities

Day-to-day classroom realities such as high stu-
dent—teacher ratie, lack of school materials, curriculum
concerns, ad gender bias, pose serious challenges to
teachers as they begin their work, One such reality is
the teacher—child ratio existing in most schools. In ob-
servations of Cycle 1 schools during seven site visits
over the past 3 years, for example, authors observed
classes with teacher—child ratios from {:60 to 1:90. Such
ratiog certainly pale the complaints of teachers in most
countries who cxpress concerns about class sizes of 25
or 30 students.

In addition to teacher—child ratios, Abebe {1998
aptly describes current classroom realities regarding
teaching materials:

In elementary schools it is a common sight W observe

one bouk shared among four 1o five students. In class-

rooms where children are sitting so close together thar

free. movemem s almost impossible ... the teacher
cannut move arownd o allend to individual students. He

or she can only stand in front and lecture. The aching

and learning environment is so uninviling that both

teachers and students are nor monvated at all, W s a

sitnation in which teachers have lost their enthusiasm

to teach, and students have lost their interest o learn.

(p. 20}

In addition 1o the above physical realities of class-
rooms, under the most recent reforms teachers are given
additional responsibilities of adapting the national cur-

riculum to specialized needs of local regions. Since over
80 different languages are spoken in Ethiopia, even this
simpie curricular innovation poses & major burden on
already overextended teachers.

STMMARY/IMPLICATIONS

This article explored historical roots and current
chalienges to improving early education in Ethiopia. In
addition, encouraging trends relating to carly education
were shared. These include increased invelvement of
private institutions, organizations, and individuals in
supporting preprimary education and the MOE's recent
efforts in expansion and improvement of primary educa-
tion. Morcover, to achieve its goal of higher quality pri-
mary cducation, the Ministry is directing major efforts
toward improved teacher raiming. In this regard. efforts
to assure stronger linkages between college instruction
and classroom practices appear especially productive
since traditional instruction was nearly devoid of such
Hnkages. Improving the situation reguires interventions
in the teacher education programs that involve super-
vised student teaching expericnces and the reorientation
of the tcacher educators themscives in the pedagogy of
primary education.

Clearly, the best hope for ameltorating the plethora
of problems facing Ethiopia in the future is an invest-
ment in high-quality carly cducation today. As this arti-
cle suggests, although much progress has been made in
this regard in recent years, much work remains to be
dene.
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